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The following study examines the relationship between campaign season length and voter 
turnout. Campaign season length is defined as the period between either the legal beginning of 
the campaign season as specified by the government or the announcement of the first candidate’s 
candidacy and the date of the election. Voter turnout is defined as the percentage of eligible 
voters that voted in the election. Eligible voters include all people of voting age in the country, 
regardless of whether they are registered to vote. There is no existing literature on the effects of 
campaign season length on voter turnout. My hypothesis is as amount of time spent campaigning 
increases, voter turnout decreases. To test this hypothesis, I collected data from the three most 
recent elections in forty democratic countries. I analyzed the data using the bivariate hypothesis 
testing method of the correlation coefficient. My findings were inconsistent with this hypothesis: 
there was no statistically significant relationship between campaign season length and voter 
turnout. These findings are important because they indicate that shortening campaign seasons 
can increase voter turnout. High voter turnout is essential for democratic governments to 
maintain their legitimacy. 
 





Can Continuous Campaigns Cause Conscientious Citizens to Cower? 
Introduction 
The length of time that political candidates spend campaigning for office in the United 
States is distinct from other democratic countries. In the United States, voters have grown 
accustomed to political campaigns that span for months, sometimes years, before the polls open 
on election day. In most democratic countries around the world, political candidates do not begin 
campaigning for office until one or two months before polling day. Another factor that 
distinguishes the United States from other democratic countries in major elections is the 
percentage of eligible citizens that cast their votes in major elections. United States citizens are 
much less likely to vote in major elections than citizens of other democratic countries. In the past 
fifty years, approximately half of the eligible voting population of the United States has voted in 
presidential elections. This contrasts with other democratic countries, such as the United 
Kingdom, in which two thirds to three fourths of the eligible voting population has regularly 
voted in major elections over the past fifty years. Since the United States is unique from other 
democratic states regarding both campaign length and voter turnout, it raises the question: How 
does the amount of time that candidates spend campaigning affect voter turnout? 
Voter turnout is important in democratic states because in democratic systems of 
governance, the sovereignty of the state lies directly with the people. In order for a democratic 
state to run efficiently, citizens must believe that they have a voice in the political process that 
their government is receptive to hearing, thereby increasing the amount of trust that citizens have 
in the government. If citizens do not participate in civic affairs such as elections, then the state 





Research on the topics of voter turnout and political campaigns in democratic states is 
widely varied. Studies that aim to uncover factors that influence voter turnout have found that 
voter turnout is unrelated to policy (Adams & Merrill, 2003) (Straits, 1990), but can be related to 
institutionalized rules (Bowler, Brockington & Donovan, 2001) (Filer, Kenny & Morton, 1991) 
and rational voter theory (Matsusaka & Palda, 1999). There is research that suggests that voters 
learn the most from campaigns six weeks prior to elections (Arceneaux, 2006) and the more that 
voters learn from campaigns, the more likely that they are to vote (Matsusaka, 1995). There is 
currently, however, very little research documenting the direct relationship between campaign 
length and voter turnout. The research in this paper is aimed at addressing the gap in the 
literature by analyzing the relationship between length of political campaign and percent of voter 
turnout in major elections in democratic states. My hypothesis is as amount of time spent 
campaigning increases, voter turnout decreases.  
This research is important for both political scientists and the politically engaged public 
because if my hypothesis is correct, it may be able to help legislators shape policies that set 
limits on the length of campaigns in democratic states, thereby increasing voter turnout and 
safeguarding the legitimacy of democratic governments and their ability to serve their people. 
Literature Review 
Through the research documented in this paper, I expect to find that as political campaign 
length increases, voter turnout decreases in major elections in democratic states. The independent 
variable, campaign length, refers to the amount of time that candidates running for office in 
major elections spend convincing the voters why they deserve their vote. Campaigning would 
include television ads, billboards, flyers, phone campaigns, yard signs, etc. The dependent 





The countries analyzed include forty democratic countries, including the United States. These 
countries were chosen because they were rated highly on The Economist’s Democracy Index. 
The existing research on voter turnout and political campaigns in democratic states is 
broad and varied, however, there is still a gap in current research concerning whether campaign 
length affects voter turnout. The majority of the current research relating to whether campaign 
length affects voter turnout can be sorted into two categories: studies that aim to uncover factors 
that influence voter turnout, and studies that aim to uncover how campaigns affect elections.  
Of the studies that sought the factors that influenced voter turnout, it was found that voter 
turnout can be related to factors unrelated to candidates’ political policy (Adams & Merrill, 
2003) (Straits, 1990), institutionalized rules (Bowler, Brockington & Donovan, 2001) (Filer, 
Kenny & Morton, 1991), and rational voter theory (Matsusaka & Palda, 1999). There was not 
any literature suggesting that campaign length influenced voter turnout.  
Previous studies have inked voter turnout to candidates’ physical attractiveness (Adams 
& Merrill, 2003), voters’ marital status (Straits, 1990). As well as their socioeconomic status and 
the competitiveness of the election (Settle & Abrams 1976). Although none of these studies 
mention anything about campaign length, they are important because the findings suggest that 
nonpolitical factors can influence voter turnout. Because campaign length is a nonpolitical factor, 
any research that suggests that nonpolitical factors can influence voter turnout lends evidence to 
the idea that campaign length could also influence voter turnout. 
Of the studies that found that voter turnout can be related to institutionalized rules, one 
study found that cumulative voting systems result in higher voter turnout than plurality systems 
(Bowler, Brockington & Donovan, 2001) and the second study focused on how to minimize the 





poll taxes and literacy tests (Filer, Kenny & Morton, 1991). These studies are important because 
they highlight potential confounding variables when considering how campaign length affects 
voter turnout. Using the United States as an example, it could be that voter turnout is so low 
because of a higher concentration of minority populations not found in other democratic states, 
and not because the United States has such a long campaign season. This is consistent with 
another study that found that voter turnout is so much lower in the United States than it is in 
other democratic states due to legal and institutionalized factors discourage voter turnout 
(Powell, 1986). 
Of the studies that examine factors that influenced voter turnout, only one found that 
voter turnout can be related to rational voter theory (Matsusaka & Palda, 1999). Using data from 
four consecutive elections, researchers explored whether factors such as age and education of 
voters or campaign spending affected voter turnout. The results suggested that voter turnout is 
mostly random and does not rely on long term conditions. These results lend evidence to the idea 
that citizens will vote based on a cost benefit analysis of whether voting is worth the time and 
effort on polling day. This is another alternative explanation of low voter turnout. No matter the 
length of the campaign season preceding the election, voter turnout could exclusively be a 
product of random chance. 
Of the studies that sought how campaigns affect elections, one study found that easy 
access to information pertaining to elections and high amounts of voter confidence in their own 
knowledge led to higher voter turnout (Matsusaka, 1995). A second study found that voters with 
the lowest amount of political sophistication were able to learn from campaigns, and that the 
most learning took place six weeks prior to the election (Arceneaux, 2006). When the 





low levels of political sophistication are able to learn from political campaigns, which leads to 
higher amounts of voter confidence in their own knowledge, which then leads to elevated voter 
turnout. In this way, these two studies provide evidence that political campaigns contribute to 
voter turnout, and when the fact that the most voter learning takes place six weeks prior to 
election day is added to this information, an argument can be made that there could be a 
correlation between campaign length and voter turnout based on the findings in these studies. 
 In a third study concerning campaign effects on voter turnout, researchers studied the 
relationship between campaign length and the way that voters vote. Based on data from 113 
elections across 13 democracies, the researchers found that the longer the campaign, the more 
likely voters were to cast their vote based on economic policy (Stevenson & Vavreck, 2000). 
This article is the closest example to campaign length affecting voter turnout, however, because 
the researchers in the article were interested in how campaign length affected the way that voters 
vote and not on whether or not voters voted, it still does not address the gap in the existing 
literature regarding the potential correlation between campaign length and voter turnout. 
Theory 
 As made evident by the existing research, although there is a plethora of research on 
voter turnout, there is not very much research on how voter turnout is affected by campaign 
length. There is, however, a strong argument that nonpolitical factors have a strong effect on 
voter turnout. This bodes positive for the hypothesis that campaign length affects voter turnout. 
My hypothesis is that as campaign length increases, voter turnout decreases. This can be 
explained based on a series of assumptions, including political burnout caused by negative 





candidates to stay relevant for long amounts of time, and a comparison between different 
countries. 
Campaign length affects voter turnout because the more time that candidates spend 
campaigning, the more time allotted for the campaign to turn to smear tactics. Shorter campaign 
seasons do not allow time for such tactics. Candidates only have a limited amount of time to 
convince voters how to cast their votes, so they are going to use that time to convince voters why 
they should vote for them, not why they shouldn't vote for someone else. In the United States, 
the campaign season is so long that candidates run out of things to say. They start by promoting 
their own platform, then, as the race becomes closer, move to tearing down their opponents (Lau 
& Rovner, 2009). By the end, as was seen in the 2016 election, candidates move away from all 
civil or even factual or relevant information. In 2016, the right was screaming that Hillary 
Clinton was a murderer (Jamieson, 2016), while the left was up in arms convinced that Donald 
Trump was a rapist (Mayer, 2016). In 2008, Barack Obama not only had to defend his national 
origins, but the types pf foods he liked to eat, as the right attacked him for his liking of arugula 
(Babbin, 2008). Additionally, longer campaigns provide more time for candidates to uncover the 
skeletons in their opponents' closets, if there are skeletons to be found. Voters do not like all of 
this negativity. To avoid it, they avoid all things relating to politics, including going to the polls. 
Human beings are evolutionarily programmed to avoid things that they find unpleasant, so it 
makes logical sense that voters would avoid going to the polls after being exposed to a long 
period of negative campaigning.  
Campaign length affects voter turnout by mere exposure. A recent study showed that 
human beings have naturally short attention spans that are further shorted by media multitasking 





election coverage is constant during election season. Even when not watching the news, 
entertainment shows such as Saturday Night Live often poke fun at political candidates. After 
months and months of exposure to the same people saying the same things, voters are 
overexposed to politics and become disinterested. They have better things to focus their 
cognitive recourses on. 
Longer campaign seasons mean that candidates have to fight harder to stay relevant. This 
can lead them to do silly things that the voting public may not approve of. Examples of this 
include Bill Clinton playing the saxophone on late night television (Brasswell, 2016), Hillary 
Clinton dabbing on Ellen (Watkins, 2016), or Jimmy Fallon ruffling Donald Trump's hair on live 
television (Flynn, 2018). It is the belief of many that political leaders should be strong and stoic 
and should not stoop to such silly tactics to get votes. However, with a longer campaign season, 
many candidates feel as though they have no other choice if they wish to stay relevant to voters. 
The voting public has a very short attention span (Shen et al., 2019). However, when political 
candidates poke fun at themselves for attention, voters are turned off because they do not want 
leaders that are not going to take their jobs seriously. An example of this attitude among voters 
can be seen in a tweet from Saeed Jones, an executive editor at BuzzFeed, which read, "Hillary 
needs to quit playing and dab her way right into some substantive conversations about public 
policy and race in America." Since political candidates do not take themselves seriously, voters 
feel that they do not need to take elections seriously, and they skip the polls.  
There is evidence that voter turnout is affected by length of campaign season because the 
United States has the lowest voter turnout of any other developed country, and it has one of the 
longest, if not the longest, campaign season. In other countries, such as the United Kingdom, the 





is mandated by law. One could argue that voting data in the United States is skewed because a 
large number of Americans were not allowed to vote until recently, but voting data only takes 
into account eligible voters. All things considered; the voting population of the United States is 
not that different from the voting population of other countries. They have the same distractions 
of modern life, and the same hardships that would make getting to the polls difficult. Of other 
possible differences, including age of the country or homogeneity of the population, one major 
difference is campaign season length.   
There are many reasons that voters may choose not to vote, however, there is good reason 
to anticipate that voters are less likely to vote in countries with longer campaign seasons. This is 
because voters suffer political burnout due to negative campaigns and boredom due to exposure, 
and voters so not want to vote for candidates that have to rely on being silly to stay relevant. 
Other factors could contribute to low voter turnout as well, but this is unlikely given that 
countries with shorter campaign seasons experience higher levels of voter turnout. 
Data and Sampling 
I gathered data from the three most recent elections in forty democratic countries. I chose 
these countries because according to The Economist’s Democracy Index, these countries are 
considered the most democratic countries in the world. I gathered data on voter turnout from The 
International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance’s Voter Turnout Database. In this 
study, voter turnout is the percentage of eligible voters that voted, regardless of whether those 
voters registered to vote. To determine campaign season length, I measured the number of days 
between the legal start date of the campaign season in countries with strict campaigning laws, or 
the announcement of the first candidate’s candidacy in countries with fewer campaigning laws, 





collected data on type of election (presidential or parliamentary) and whether the country has 
compulsory voting laws. I collected this data so that I can control for these variables when 
analyzing the data, so that they do not affect my results. The following table includes all data 
analyzed in this study.  
Table: Campaign Length and Voter Turnout by Country 
Country Year Start Date¹ End Date² Length³ Turnout⁴ Type⁵ Laws⁶ 
Australia 2013 8/5/2013 9/7/2013 33 78.86 2 1 
 2016 5/9/2016 7/2/2016 54 78.96 2 1 
 2019 4/11/2019 5/18/2019 37 80.79 2 1 
Austria 2004 1/1/2004 4/25/2004 114 66.5 1 0 
 2010 2/6/2009 4/25/2010 443 47.84 1 0 
 2016 12/8/2015 4/24/2016 138 64.13 1 0 
Belgium 2010 5/7/2010 6/13/2010 37 84.65 2 1 
 2014 4/25/2014 5/25/2014 30 87.21 2 1 
 2019 12/9/2018 5/26/2019 168 77.94 2 1 
Botswana 2009 7/3/2009 10/16/2009 105 62.2 2 0 
 2014 8/24/2014 10/24/2014 61 55.09 2 0 
 2019 8/29/2019 10/23/2019 55 53.47 2 0 
Bulgaria 2006 7/27/2006 10/22/2006 87 46.14 1 0 
 2011 9/20/2011 10/23/2011 33 56.14 1 0 
 2016 10/4/2016 11/6/2016 33 66.87 1 1 
Canada 2011 3/26/2011 5/2/2011 37 54.16 2 0 
 2015 8/4/2015 10/19/2015 76 62.12 2 0 
 2019 9/11/2019 10/21/2019 40 54.16 2 0 
Chile 2010 9/14/2009 1/17/2010 125 59.14 1 1 
 2013 10/18/2013 11/17/2013 30 45.74 1 0 
 2017 9/7/2016 11/19/2017 438 49.74 1 0 
Colombia 2010 3/24/2010 5/30/2010 67 44.86 1 0 
 2014 11/1/2013 5/25/2014 205 52.42 1 0 
 2018 5/22/2017 5/27/2018 370 57.28 1 0 
Cyprus 2008 10/3/2007 2/17/2008 137 78.84 1 1 
 2013 9/16/2012 2/17/2013 154 49.57 1 1 
 2018 7/29/2017 1/28/2018 183 40.54 1 0 
Czech Republic 2010 3/16/2010 5/28/2010 73 62.22 2 0 
 2013 8/28/2013 10/25/2013 58 60.03 2 0 
 2017 5/2/2017 10/20/2017 171 58.06 2 0 
Denmark 2011 8/26/2011 9/15/2011 20 81.83 2 0 
 2015 5/27/2015 6/18/2015 22 80.34 2 0 





Estonia 2011 10/24/2010 3/6/2011 133 55.45 2 0 
 2015 3/24/2014 3/1/2015 342 56.82 2 0 
 2019 11/22/2018 3/3/2019 101 56.45 2 0 
Finland 2006 12/15/2005 1/15/2006 31 77.56 1 0 
 2012 6/11/2011 1/22/2012 225 70.91 1 0 
 2018 2/12/2017 1/28/2018 350 67.47 1 0 
France 2007 4/9/2007 4/22/2007 13 76.75 1 0 
 2012 3/20/2012 4/22/2012 33 71.18 1 0 
 2017 4/10/2017 4/23/2017 13 67.93 1 0 
Germany 2009 10/18/2008 9/27/2009 344 64.61 2 0 
 2013 3/8/2013 9/22/2013 198 66.07 2 0 
 2017 1/24/2017 9/24/2017 243 69.11 2 0 
Greece 2012 11/7/2011 6/17/2012 223 69.36 2 1 
 2015 12/29/2014 1/25/2015 27 70.65 2 1 
 2019 5/26/2019 7/7/2019 42 63.52 2 1 
Ireland 1997 9/15/1997 10/30/1997 45 39.33 1 0 
 2011 10/4/2011 10/27/2011 23 50.72 1 0 
 2018 9/24/2018 10/26/2018 32 47.72 1 0 
Israel 2013 5/7/2012 1/22/2013 260 73.19 2 0 
 2015 12/2/2014 3/17/2015 105 76.1 2 0 
 2019 3/12/2018 4/9/2019 393 76.74 2 0 
Italy 2008 2/6/2008 4/13/2008 67 79.13 2 0 
 2013 12/22/2012 2/24/2013 64 68.33 2 0 
 2018 12/28/2017 ¾/2018 66 65.18 2 0 
Japan 2009 8/18/2009 8/30/2009 12 69.34 2 0 
 2012 12/4/2012 12/16/2012 12 59.67 2 0 
 2014 12/5/2014 12/14/2014 9 51.97 2 0 
Latvia 2011 7/23/2011 9/17/2011 56 53.02 2 0 
 2014 12/27/2013 10/4/2014 281 51.69 2 0 
 2018 3/28/2018 10/6/2018 192 53.55 2 0 
Lithuania 2008 4/10/2008 10/12/2008 185 48.59 1 0 
 2012 4/11/2012 10/14/2012 186 52.93 1 0 
 2016 4/9/2016 10/9/2016 183 50.64 1 0 
Malaysia 2008 2/13/2008 3/8/2008 24 75.99 2 0 
 2013 4/3/2013 5/5/2013 32 84.84 2 0 
 2018 4/7/2018 5/9/2018 32 82.32 2 0 
Malta 2008 2/4/2008 3/8/2008 33 88.88 2 0 
 2013 1/7/2013 3/9/2013 61 91.72 2 0 
 2017 5/1/2017 6/3/2017 33 92.29 2 0 
Netherlands 2010 2/20/2010 6/9/2010 109 71.13 2 0 
 2012 4/27/2012 11/12/2012 199 71.02 2 0 
 2017 2/26/2017 6/15/2017 109 77.31 2 0 





 2014 8/14/2014 9/20/2014 37 72.35 2 0 
 2017 8/23/2017 9/23/2017 31 76.35 2 0 
Norway 2009 3/31/2009 9/13/2009 166 74.74 2 0 
 2013 3/14/2013 9/8/2013 178 77.93 2 0 
 2017 4/22/2016 9/11/2017 507 70.59 2 0 
Portugal 2006 10/17/2005 1/22/2006 97 66.97 1 0 
 2011 3/12/2010 1/23/2011 317 51.87 1 0 
 2016 9/23/2015 1/24/2016 123 53.98 1 0 
Slovakia 2009 8/17/2008 6/21/2009 308 51.25 1 0 
 2014 1/9/2014 6/15/2014 157 51.11 1 0 
 2019 6/9/2018 3/16/2019 280 48.37 1 0 
Slovenia 2002 6/16/2001 11/10/2002 512 65.47 1 0 
 2007 11/2/2006 10/21/2007 353 61.26 1 0 
 2012 1/14/2012 11/11/2012 302 43.41 1 0 
South Africa 2009 1/15/2009 4/22/2009 97 56.57 2 0 
 2014 4/15/2014 5/7/2014 22 53.77 2 0 
 2019 2/5/2019 5/8/2019 92 47.28 2 0 
South Korea 2007 4/23/2007 12/19/2007 240 64.17 1 0 
 2012 4/22/2012 12/19/2012 241 79.28 1 0 
 2017 4/17/2017 5/9/2017 22 77.92 1 0 
Spain 2015 12/4/2015 12/20/2015 16 64.39 2 0 
 2016 6/10/2016 6/26/2016 16 60.87 2 0 
 2019 4/12/2019 4/28/2019 16 65.14 2 0 
Sweden 2010 5/31/2010 9/19/2010 111 82.63 2 0 
 2014 5/19/2014 9/14/2014 118 82.61 2 0 
 2018 5/8/2018 9/9/2018 124 82.08 2 0 
Taiwan 2012 3/11/2011 1/14/2012 309 74.26 1 0 
 2016 2/15/2015 1/16/2016 335 65.84 1 0 
 2020 12/25/2018 1/11/2020 382 74.35 1 0 
Timor-Leste 2007 2/24/2007 6/30/2007 126 71.34 1 0 
 2012 1/31/2012 7/7/2012 158 76.28 1 0 
 2017 1/18/2017 7/22/2017 185 75.4 1 0 
Trinidad and 
Tobago 
2007 10/15/2007 11/5/2007 21 78.1 2 0 
 2010 4/16/2010 5/24/2010 38 77.16 2 0 
 2015 6/13/2015 9/7/2015 86 72.52 2 0 
UK 2015 3/30/2015 5/7/2015 38 60.45 2 0 
 2017 5/3/2017 6/8/2017 36 63.25 2 0 
 2019 11/6/2019 12/12/2019 36 62.04 2 0 
USA 2008 1/29/2007 11/4/2008 645 57.47 1 0 
 2012 6/2/2011 11/6/2012 523 53.58 1 0 
 2016 3/27/2015 11/8/2016 592 55.98 1 0 





 2014 6/1/2014 10/26/2014 147 97.14 1 1 
 2019 6/30/2019 10/27/2019 119 94.88 1 1 
Notes: 
¹ beginning of the campaign, signified by the official campaign start period specified by the 
government, or by the announcement of the first candidate’s candidacy 
² end of the campaign, signified by the date of the election 
³ length of the campaign season, in days 
⁴ percentage of eligible voting population that voted, regardless of registration status 
⁵ 1 = presidential election, 2 = parliamentary election 
⁶ 1 = compulsory voting laws, 0 = no compulsory voting laws 
 
Measurement 
My independent variable, length of campaign season, was measured in days, and was 
therefore categorized as a continuous variable. My dependent variable, voter turnout, was 
measured in percentage of eligible voters, and was therefore categorized as a continuous 
variable.  
Methods 
To analyze this data, I ran a regression of the data and found a regression coefficient of -
0.007 and a standard error of 0.009. These results were found while controlling for type of 
election (presidential or parliamentary) and whether or not the country had compulsory voting 
laws in place.  
Results 
There is a negative relationship between campaign length and voter turnout, however, 
this relationship is not statistically significant. The regression coefficient is -0.007, which is 
smaller than the standard error of 0.009. Overall, these results are not consistent with my 
hypothesis, as length of campaign season increases, voter turnout decreases. Please refer to the 
following table to see these results summarized. 
Table: Does Campaign Length Affect Voter Turnout? 





 Voter Turnout 















Adjusted R2 0.177 
Residual Std. Error 11.841 (df = 116) 
F Statistic 9.525*** (df =3; 116) 




 The question approached in this research paper was how the amount of time candidates 
spent campaigning for political office affected voter turnout in major elections in democratic 
countries. My hypothesis was that as the length of campaign seasons increased, voter turnout 
would decrease. To test this hypothesis, I gathered data from the three most recent major 
elections in forty democratic countries. Using a regression, I found no statistically significant 
relationship between campaign length and voter turnout. 
These results were inconsistent with my hypothesis. I expected to find that political 
burnout caused by prolonged exposure to negative political campaign advertisements would 
cause voters to forgo going to the polls. I expected these results because the United States has a 
longer campaign season and lower voter turnout than any of the democratic countries that I 
analyzed. Since no statistically significant relationship was found between the variables, it can be 






If I were to conduct more research on this topic, I would keep my focus on voter turnout 
as my dependent variable but experiment with different independent variables. Voter turnout is 
essential for democratic governments to retain their legitimacy, and it is important to discover 
what causes low voter turnout. 
The lack of statistical significance in these findings is important because it informs 
researchers to keep looking for the reasons that people are not showing up to the polls. Political 
participation is so important for efficient lawmaking, particularly in democratic forms of 
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